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Tehran Ambiguous 
On Its A- Arms Plans 

Europe, U.S. Interpret Statements Differently 


By Steve Coll 

Washington Port Foreign Service 

LONDON— One reason for the 
West’s concern about Iran’s nuclear 
program is an ambiguous record of 
public speeches by Iranian leaders 
on the question of nuclear weap- 
ons— ranging from open declara- 
tions that Muslim countries should 
acquire a nuclear bomb to angry 
charges of “Zionist conspiracies'* 
against Tehran to measured argu- 
ments that Iran’s nuclear intentions 
are entirely rational and peaceful. 

Western specialists disagree on 
how these Iranian public state- 
ments, taken as a whole, should be 
interpreted. European officials, who 
are generally skeptical of U.S. ef- 
forts to embargo technology trans- 
fers to Iran, tend to argue that 
Iran’s nuclear hawks make provoc- 
ative statements for domestic po- 
litical consumption and should not 
be taken too seriously in the ab- 
sence of conclusive evidence of a 
nuclear weapons program. U.S. of- 
ficials tend to see the hawkish 
speeches as evidence of Iranian nu- 
clear arms ambitions. 

One recent and consistent theme 
of Iranian public statements is a 
peculiar interpretation of the 
events that led to Iraq's involve- 


ment in the 1991 Persian Gulf War. 
Even the most Westernized Iranian 
officials apparently believe, despite 
a lack of evidence, that the United 
States knew all along about Iraq’s 
clandestine nuclear weapons pro- 
gram and elaborately conspired to 
lure Iraq into an invasion of Kuwait 
so that it would have an excuse to 
destroy Iraq’s nuclear facilities. 

This interpretation on the one 
hand leads Iran to pursue a different 
style of nuclear diplomacy than Iraq 
did, Western diplomats and Iran spe- 
cialists said. They said that Iran 
openly invites inspections and inter- 
national nuclear safeguards so as to 
avoid being drawn into the trap of 
confrontation with the West that it 
believes Baghdad fell into. But it also 
leads Iran to issue strident denun- 
ciations and challenges against al- 
leged Western nuclear conspira- 
cies— and these speeches only fuel 
Western suspicions. 

The most worrisome Iranian pub- 
lic declaration on nuclear weapons 
was made in late 1991 by Deputy 
President Ataollah Mohajerani, who 
said in an interview with the Iranian 
news agency that “because the en- 
emy has nuclear facilities, the Mus- 
lim states too should be equipped 
with the same capacity," in part be- 
cause “we witnessed the destruc- 
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tion of Iraq’s nuclear devices" by 
what he described as Western en- 
emies of Islam. 

More recently, Iranian leaders 
have suggested a different tactic to 
defeat the alleged Western conspir- 
acies. On July 13, the supreme Iran- 
ian leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, 
said in a speech that while “American 
and Zionist loudspeakers" have been 
accusing Iran of attempting to ac- 
quire nuclear weapons, such charges 
are “obviously false. . . .They know 
it is a lie." 


“You are mistaken 
if you think that 
the Islamic 
Republic’s 
strength lies in ... 
an atomic 
bomb.... That 
which gives 
strength to a 
system is ... the 
power of faith.” 

— President Ali Khamenei 


‘ “Let me tell them this," he added. 
“You are mistaken if you think that 
the Islamic Republic’s strength lies 
in the obtaining or the domestic 
manufacture of an atomic bomb. 
[Even] if it were the case that the 
Islamic Republic wanted to make an 
atomic bomb, the big powers [would 

still] have hundreds of them 

“That which gives strength to a 
system is not the atomic bomb. [It 
is] the power of faith [in the face of 
which] ali the conspiracies and 
ploys of the enemy will be foiled." 


